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Introduction 

MOOCs have been the phenomenon of the year in higher education. I am honoured by 
your invitation to share my perspectives on this fascinating development. My title is 
Making Sense of MOOCs.  

I spent September of last year as a fellow at the Korea National Open University. They 
asked for a research paper and, because MOOCs were a hot topic in the news media at 
that time, I wrote about them. The full title of my paper was: Making Sense of MOOCs: 
Musings in Maze of Myth, Paradox, and Possibility. That title is a summary of my views 
on MOOCs both then and now. There are lots of myths and contradictions but also 
possibilities. I shall explore these with you.  

I was very lucky with my timing. My essay on MOOCs was one of the first publications 
to look at MOOCs in the round and was widely read. A company to which I am an 
advisor, Academic Partnerships, published a nicely formatted version of it, so you can 
find it on their website and in various other places.  

I draw your attention to the quote from the famous psychologist Hans Eysenck about 
Freudianism that I put on the cover: ‘what is new is not true, and what is true is not new’. 
That applies to MOOCs too and I urge you to approach the hype about MOOCs in a 
sceptical frame of mind.  

I shall structure these remarks using the simple questions: what, when, where, why, who, 
how and so what?  What, if anything, should Taylors University do about MOOCs? 

What is a MOOC?  

So what is a MOOC? It is, as you know, a Massive Open Online Course. We can unpack 
that by looking at the first MOOC that really hit the headlines, MIT’s 2012 course on 
Circuits and Electronics.  

With over 150,000 enrolments it was massive – at least by the standards of MIT – 
although you should remember that the open universities here in Asia have student 
numbers far in excess of that, going into the millions.  

It was open, meaning that it was free and anyone could take it. There were no pre-
requisites, no admission process and no fees. 

It was online and only online. No books, no face-to-face teaching or meetings, no 
telephone contact with the teachers.  
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Was it a course? This is the biggest issue. Most university courses lead to credits that are 
steps on the way to a qualification. But last year’s MOOCs were not for credit. You could 
sometimes pay for a certificate of completion but that was it.  

This is nicely illustrated by the case of a 15-year old boy in Mongolia who was one of 
340 people to get a perfect score in the examination, which the MIT course director said 
was ‘very hard’. This Mongolian boy was later admitted to MIT as a regular student and 
started there this year. However, even he will not be given credit for the MOOC course in 
which he got full marks. He will have to take it again on campus if he wants to count it 
towards his degree, which is a nice example of the contradictions in MOOCs.  

Ask yourselves: what is higher education? It is not only teaching and learning; it is the 
award of credentials that assure society of the knowledge and skills that the student has 
mastered. Since these are absent in MOOCs they can hardly be called a revolution in 
higher education.  

MOOCs - When? 

Let’s now look at the question ‘When?’ MOOCs hit the headlines last year when 
Harvard, MIT and Stanford started offering them. But the term was first used in 2008 for 
a course at the University of Manitoba, Canada. That course, Connectivism and 
Connective Knowledge, was presented to 25 fee-paying students on campus and 2,300 
other students from the general public who took the online class free of charge. 

The course title gives you its flavour. It was inspired by Ivan Illich’s philosophy in his 
book Deschooling Society that an educational system should: ‘provide all who want to 
learn with access to available resources at any time in their lives; empower all who want 
to share what they know to find those who want to learn it from them; and, finally furnish 
all who want to present an issue to the public with the opportunity to make their 
challenge known’. 

In this spirit ‘all the course content was available through RSS feeds, and learners could 
participate with their choice of tools: threaded discussions in Moodle, blog posts, Second 
Life and synchronous online meetings’. 

These early MOOCs, which are now called cMOOCs (for ‘connecting’ MOOCs), are 
rather different from the MOOCs that attracted media attention last year. These are called 
xMOOCs after edX, the MIT, Harvard and UC Berkeley consortium that is offering 
them. One writer said that xMOOCs are ‘at the intersection of Wall Street and Silicon 
Valley’ and they have little relation to the pioneering cMOOC courses in their 
educational philosophy. 

But we should note earlier steps in the movement that led to MOOCs. Open Educational 
Resources were the long fuse that created the explosion of MOOCs. The notion of 
making academic content freely available for re-use and adaptation made news in the late 
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1990s when MIT started putting its lecturers’ course notes on the Web. This was the 
extension to learning materials of the idealism that had already inspired open source 
software and open access to research materials. 

UNESCO held a forum in 2002 to explore the implications of MIT’s initiative for 
developing countries. The Forum coined the term Open Educational Resources 
defined them as educational materials that may be freely accessed, re-used, 
modified and shared.  

Ten years on, last year, UNESCO held a World Congress on OER. A set of 
recommendations on OER was developed and approved by acclamation at the 
Congress as the Paris Declaration. Its key recommendation – the punch line if you 
like – is to encourage the open licensing of educational materials produced with 
public funds.  

There are signs that some governments are already taking the Paris Declaration 
and the economic benefits of OER seriously. For example, my own home province 
of British Columbia will now offer free, online open textbooks for the 40 most 
popular postsecondary courses.  

Open Educational Resources go back over ten years, but of course the tradition of 
open universities goes back much longer, to the creation of the UK Open 
University 44 years ago. This has inspired many other open universities, including 
OU Malaysia. These open universities operate at scale and, most importantly, 
award recognised credentials to successful students.  

Given this background it is rather surprising that the MOOCs from MIT, Harvard 
and others caused such a stir. Their MOOCs are basically learning resources with 
some computerised feedback. In terms of pedagogy their quality varies widely, 
from very poor to OK.  

The news media sat up when MOOCs appeared because it was such a paradox to 
see universities that have always put scarcity at the heart of their business models 
suddenly embracing openness. At a stroke open, distance and online learning, 
which had hitherto been viewed by many as second-rate forms of higher education, 
became respectable. Suddenly everyone thought they should be doing MOOCs.  

Animal analogies come to mind. This is a copycat phenomenon. Universities are 
acting like a flock of sheep, fearing being left behind. Although, since they are 
called MOOCs, a stampede of cattle may be the best metaphor. 

MOOCs – Where?  

Let’s now look at the question ‘where?’ Where are the students and where are the 
providers? The students are everywhere. The MIT MOOC had learners in 160 
countries, mostly outside the US, with large concentrations in China and India as 
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you might expect. The locations of MOOC providers are multiplying. It began as a 
North American phenomenon but there are now other providers. 

FutureLearn is an ambitious British MOOCs play that was launched in September. It 
claims that it will draw on the experience of the Open University and the BBC to bring 
much better pedagogy to MOOCs. It also says that it will give credible recognition to 
student learning.  

OpenUpEd is a venture of the European Association of Distance Teaching Universities 
and offers 60 courses in 12 languages. 

Schoo is a Japanese MOOC platform, funded with venture capital, which aims to capture 
one million learners by the end of December. 

Open2Study is a partnership of eight Australian universities offering an eclectic range of 
courses.  

Veduca, in Brazil offers a MOOC from the University of Sao Paolo and curates 
educational videos from the US, adding subtitles in Portuguese. 

Iversity offers ten MOOCs in Germany and offers prizes for the best proposals. 

NPTEL, in India, brings together the prestigious Indian Institutes of Technology and 
Science (IITs and IIScs). It already offers 200 courses, has 1,000 planned and will certify 
students on a large scale. 

However, what I find even more interesting and encouraging is that many non-university 
organisations are now offering one or two MOOCs in their areas of expertise. A nice 
example is the alliance between my former organisation, the Commonwealth of Learning, 
and the Indian Institute of Technology, Kanpur. The course is on Mobiles for 
Development. It started a month ago and is still going on.  

Dr. Balaji, the course director at COL reports that:  
“At the time of launch we had 2282 registrants from 116 countries. The top five are: 
India, Nepal, Mauritius, Grenada and South Africa. The large presence of registrants 
from two small countries (totaling 187) was not expected. We have about 500 registrants 
in all from Sub-Saharan African countries and the Caribbean. From the Pacific, Solomon 
Islands has a noticeable presence.” 

This seems to me a very intelligent use of MOOCs and the course is clearly reaching its 
intended audience. However, it is interesting to note another comment from Dr. Balaji: 
“Our original intention was not to have quizzes. There is a constant demand for that kind 
of assessment of progress and so we have offered a quiz (MCQ).” Although this is not the 
same as the formal credentialing that I mentioned earlier, it does show that students want 
the assurance that they have learned something, if only for their own satisfaction. 
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MOOCs – Who? 

To the question ‘Who is taking MOOCs?’ the answer is that the audiences are steadily 
diversifying. Many of those taking the first MOOCs already had degrees but as MOOCs 
multiply they are reaching different audiences, as we see in the example of the course on 
Mobile Technology for Development that I just mentioned. Indeed, the key point is that 
MOOCs are diversifying fast. One joker remarked that the meaning of every letter in the 
acronym MOOC is now negotiable. 

MOOCs – Why? 

So why are institutions offering MOOCs? We should not look for any profound 
explanations. Earlier this year I talked to a senior officer at MIT who told me, ‘I keep 
asking colleagues why we are doing MOOCs and no one has yet given me a satisfactory 
answer’.  

Mountaineers say that they are motivated to climb a mountain ‘because it is there’. 
Computer scientists designed the first MOOC platforms when they realised that it was 
possible to use IT to deliver educational material to large numbers. The fact that the 
design was done by IT specialists rather than education specialists explains why the 
pedagogy in the early xMOOC platforms was so primitive. Since then, as I noted earlier, 
the herd instinct has taken over. Institutions that think of themselves as ‘elite’ don’t want 
to be left behind by Harvard and MIT and, for higher education generally, MOOCs have 
made online teaching respectable. 

However, there is, as yet, no business model for MOOCs. Even a basic MOOC costs a 
university between $30,000 and $50,000 to produce. They also have to pay the platform 
providers, which I will talk about next. Yet MOOCs are offered free, so the university has 
no revenue to set against these costs. In my paper Making Sense of MOOCs I list some 
activities that might generate revenue for MOOCs, However, the striking aspect of these 
add-ons is that the organisations that would make money would not be the university but 
third parties offering facilities like a global network of examination centres.   

MOOCs – How? 

I turn now to the question ‘how’? Then I will tackle the question ‘so what?’ and suggest 
how institutions should take advantage of the MOOCs phenomenon. 

How do universities offer MOOCs? Because of the scale of the enrolments the computer 
systems required to offer MOOCs exceed the IT capacity and skills of all but the largest 
open universities. Therefore, universities partner with companies that have this expertise 
and pay them to put their MOOCs online. These are for-profit Silicon Valley companies 
like Coursera and Udacity and not-for profit companies like edX and FutureLearn. As I 
mentioned, other platform providers are jumping in and Google is going to join them, 
which will produce healthy competition. 
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I note here that even if a university is not planning to offer online courses at the scale of a 
MOOC, it may still have an interest in partnering with a private company. I am an 
advisor to Academic Partnerships; a US-based company that helps universities go online 
with some of their regular credit programmes.  

I joined Academic Partnerships (AP) because their vision of offering quality higher 
education to everyone at low cost matches the convictions that have led me to spend 
much of my career in open universities and in international intergovernmental bodies, 
like UNESCO and COL, committed to widening access to education.  

AP’s focus is on quality and viability. When universities take their regular programmes 
online they have the opportunity – I would even say the moral obligation – to scale them 
up and cut their tuition fees in order to make them more accessible. 

The case of the B.Sc. Nursing programme at the University of Texas at Arlington is a 
good example. The University wanted to expand the programme to respond to the strong 
demand for B.Sc.-qualified nurses. To quote them:  
“to achieve its goal of producing an innovative, highly accessible, affordable and 
scalable programme, the college chose to team with Academic Partnerships, a global 
higher education company that assists universities in converting traditional degree 
programmes to online delivery as well as in recruiting and retaining qualified students 
through graduation”. 

The result of the partnership is that from a campus programme with 137 students, the 
University has created an online programme enrolling 5,000 students. Nearly 4,000 have 
graduated so far, with a retention and graduation rate of 90%. The University could not 
have achieved this result without the partnership with AP, whose real contribution is not 
so much technical help with the conversion of courses to online formats as the recruiting 
and retention of qualified students using cost-effective marketing techniques and a strong 
system for tutoring and supporting all students.  

These B.Sc. Nursing courses are not MOOCs but regular courses, taught online, that lead 
to credit and awards. However, the University of Texas at Arlington and other AP 
partners have also created an initiative called MOOC2Degree. This allows students to 
take the first course free as a MOOC but also to get credit for it. If they succeed they can 
continue into the regular fee-paying programme.  

In other words, people can see if the programme is for them at no financial cost. As is the 
case for MOOCs generally, the University and AP do not get any revenue for this MOOC 
course. However, the cost of offering it free can be amortised against the revenue that 
they will make in the subsequent courses that the successful students take after the 
MOOC.  

MOOCs – So What? 
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This brings me nicely to my last question about MOOCs: so what? What are the 
implications of MOOCs for an institution like Taylors University? 

My first piece of advice is ‘don’t just join the herd of cattle offering MOOCs’. The media 
interest in MOOCs has passed its peak and any reputational benefits that you will get by 
offering a MOOC now are likely to be small – even if your MOOC is very good.  

So, secondly, I urge you to have a university-wide discussion on why you might offer a 
MOOC or MOOCs and use it to develop a MOOC strategy. The discussion should 
involve all staff members who might be involved in or affected by the offering of a 
MOOC. Apart from respecting the academic tradition of shared governance this is also a 
pragmatic precaution. 

In many of the elite US universities that launched the MOOCs frenzy last year the 
decision to offer MOOCs by-passed the usual academic approval processes simply 
because the MOOCs were non-credit courses. Today, because of the intense press 
coverage of MOOCs and the desperate search for a business model, those universities are 
finding that short-circuiting their normal decision-making processes was a mistake. It is 
too early to talk about a faculty revolt, but many professors are unhappy at the way that 
MOOCs are changing their institution’s image. So take the time to get everyone on board 
in advance! 

Third, ensure that any MOOC initiatives are fully integrated into your University’s 
strategy for online learning. Moving online in a cost-effective and academically effective 
manner will be the greatest challenge facing you and all universities in the coming years 
and grappling with MOOCs can advance that discussion. You have various choices to 
make.  

You may wish to offer some one-off MOOCs in areas where you have special expertise 
in order to reach a particular group that interests you. The COL-IIT Kanpur MOOC on 
Mobile Technology for Development is a good example. You will lose money on the 
MOOC but it may be worth it to create a favourable impression among a particular group 
of stakeholders. On the other hand you may wish adopt the MOOC2Degree approach and 
offer a free MOOC, for credit, to attract more people into your regular online 
programmes. 

Fourth, in discussing both MOOCs and your regular online programmes you should think 
hard about costs and the future viability of the University. In some parts of the world, 
especially the US, many universities face grim decisions as state financial support 
continues to decline and the market is forcing tuition fees down. Things in Malaysia may 
be much easier, with good state support and reliable fee revenue, but don’t assume that 
will continue forever. 
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Moving into online learning is not just a matter of putting the old wine of the curriculum 
into new bottles. See it as an opportunity to cut costs and fees while raising revenues by 
operating at larger scale. Think through your financial strategy. 

At present, for example, it is fashionable to talk about blended learning. Students and 
academics will learn and teach using both classroom and online methods. That’s fine – 
except that it almost certainly raises the cost of operating the university without any 
commensurate increase in revenue. Furthermore, as students get more and more 
comfortable with learning online they may decide to use more of the time that they would 
otherwise spend on campus to make money in a job. They may also find fully online 
providers that are less expensive than you are. 

Finally, you need to ensure that the quality of your online offerings is as good or better 
than your campus teaching. In that context my ex-UNESCO colleague Stamenka Uvalić-
Trumbić and I worked earlier this year with two South African authors, Neil Butcher and 
Merridy Wilson-Strydom, to develop a Guide to Quality in Online Learning. It includes 
examples of good practice from all over the world. Academic Partnerships published the 
Guide in June in both English and Chinese. 

We are especially pleased that both versions are Open Educational Resources under a 
Creative Commons CC-BY-SA license. The main aim of the Guide is to help the process 
of bringing online learning into the mainstream of higher education. We hope that 
MOOCs, despite their current contradictions, will prove to be a catalyst for that process.  

Thank you 
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